The "gender" focus is playing an increasingly prominent role in poverty studies in developing countries as well as in the various policies and measures recommended to reduce or, under optimistic scenarios, eradicate it. This focus has not achieved what it set out to do, namely to place the issue of women, or gender relations, 3 at the heart of the fight against poverty, and has seemingly not even succeeded in alleviating poverty, particularly among women. Nevertheless, it has contributed toward a changed mindset driving sociology of development: there is not a single analysis, controversy or political proposal that can now get away with being "gender-blind", which is what sociology of development had been for decades. However, this apparently consensual embracing of the issue of "gender" hides the heterogeneity of the many points of view and paradigms involved, given that simply adopting a word does not in any way signify a shared understanding of the underlying problem.
Development, like sociology of development, covers a great many fields and angles for intervention and analysis: labour, agriculture, infrastructure, health, industry, towns and cities, migration, to name but a few. Whether it is understood as a field of study, as an area of intervention or as a process, development has come to encompass all types of transformation in the contexts that emerged from decolonisation and whose paths have diverged. This has led to the formation of subsets (emerging countries, countries in transition, least developed countries, The Sociologist and the "Poor Third World Woman" 85 heavily indebted poor countries, "fragile" countries, etc.), coherence among which is much more the result of an attempt to streamline institutional intervention than of any quantifiable similarity.
We have chosen here to address the question of development from the angle of the fight against poverty, first because it is one of the areas in which we have focused our research for two decades, and it is primarily based on our experience as researchers that we are writing. This decision was also born out of the fact that, since the early 1990s, the fight against poverty has occupied a special place in the field of development that has made it both the means of development and its end, with poverty being seen as a symptom of underdevelopment as well as an obstacle to development (both in general and in terms of its own specific dimensionshuman development, social development, economic development, health development, etc.).
Up to the 1990s, poverty had essentially been seen as unmet basic needs, a certain backwardness -underdevelopment, in other words; instead of being made the focus for the issue of development, it found itself subsumed under all its various manifestations and addressed only indirectly. It was in the 1990s, which followed on from a decade of structural adjustments and the advent of the hegemony of liberalism, that the question of development began to be posed explicitly in terms of poverty, both by the World Bank (see also Lautier, 2002) and by the agencies of the United Nations as well as by a growing number of states and non-governmental organisations. During this decade, "povertology" became a body of knowledge shared by experts, academics, officials at state institutions, NGO activists, and so on.
Since the 2000s, in policy-making debates at international and, frequently, at national level, poverty, (social) development and social or welfare policies have tended to converge toward, if not meld into, a single object of government intervention and policy, as shown by the standpoint taken by international organisations toward social welfare. This latter, which until the late 1990s had been seen as a tool for entrenching privileges (those of the "formal wage-earners" as distinct from the "true poor", targets of aid policy) is now presented as the lynchpin for the universalisation of social rights and a favoured weapon in the fight against poverty and the promotion of "social investment" (Lautier, 2006a) . Studies of poverty have thus tended to move away from the economic sphere and toward sociology (or even psychosociology) and anthropology.
This text sets out to explore the heuristic value of gender-based approaches in sociological studies of poverty and development. We shall
